
The Jazz Harmony

Unlocking  the  Secrets  of
Jazz Harmony
Jazz harmony, a vibrant and endlessly fascinating subject,
stands as a cornerstone of this uniquely American art form.
Its rich complexity, born from the blending of European
classical  harmony  with  African  musical  traditions,  offers
unparalleled  expressive  possibilities.  Understanding  jazz
harmony unlocks a deeper appreciation for the music itself
and provides a pathway for musicians to craft their own
compelling improvisations. This exploration will delve into
its core elements, highlighting key aspects such as chord
substitutions, altered dominants, voice leading, and
modal interchange, shedding light on what makes jazz
harmony so distinctive and influential.

The Foundations of Jazz Harmony:
From Blues to Bebop
Jazz harmony didn't spring forth fully formed; it evolved
gradually,  building upon existing harmonic  systems and
incorporating innovative techniques. The blues scale and
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its  characteristic  intervals  provided  a  fertile  ground,
influencing  the  development  of  many  jazz  harmonic
structures.  The  12-bar  blues  progression,  with  its
predictable yet endlessly adaptable harmonic movement,
became a fundamental building block.

Early jazz often featured simple chord progressions, rooted
in the blues and its close relative, the major and minor
scales. However, as the genre matured, so did its harmonic
language.  Musicians  began  experimenting  with  more
sophisticated techniques, leading to the development of
more complex harmonic structures.

### Chord Substitutions: Adding Color and Surprise

One of the hallmarks of jazz harmony is the extensive use
of chord substitutions. This involves replacing a chord in
a progression with a functionally equivalent chord, often
creating  unexpected  and  exciting  harmonic  shifts.  For
example, a ii-V-I progression in C major (Dm7-G7-CMaj7)
might substitute the Dm7 with an Abmaj7 (a secondary
dominant),  leading  to  a  richer  and  more  sophisticated
sound. The clever use of chord substitutions is a hallmark
of skillful jazz improvisation and arrangement. Mastering
this  aspect  significantly  enhances  the  improvisational
possibilities.

### Altered Dominants: Expanding Harmonic Possibilities

Altered dominants represent another crucial element of
jazz harmony. These are dominant seventh chords (like G7
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in C major) that have one or more of their notes altered –
typically the 9th, 11th, or 13th. These alterations add a
spicy,  dissonant  flavor  to  the  harmony,  creating  tension
and releasing it  in a satisfying way. The use of altered
dominants  allows  for  greater  harmonic  complexity  and
creative  freedom,  expanding  the  palette  of  sounds
available to the musician. Understanding how to use them
effectively  is  essential  for  writing  and  improvising
sophisticated  jazz  lines.

Voice  Leading  and  Modal
Interchange:  Refining  the
Harmonic Landscape
Effective voice leading, the smooth and logical movement
of individual notes within a chord progression, is crucial for
creating a cohesive and aesthetically  pleasing harmonic
texture.  Jazz  musicians  meticulously  craft  their  voice
leading to avoid awkward leaps and clashes, ensuring a
transparent and natural flow of the musical line.

Modal  interchange  involves  borrowing  chords  from
parallel keys to create harmonic variety and unexpected
twists. For example, in a C major progression, a musician
might borrow a chord from the parallel minor key (C minor)
to add a contrasting color. This technique, while seeming
simple,  can  add  significant  depth  and  complexity  to  a
piece. It's another example of jazz harmony's capacity for
nuanced expression.
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Jazz  Harmony  in  Practice:  From
Theory to Improvisation
The theoretical understanding of jazz harmony provides a
framework,  but  the  true  magic  lies  in  its  practical
application. Jazz musicians use these techniques not only
to compose but also to improvise over chord changes. The
sophisticated harmonic vocabulary enables them to create
highly personalized and expressive solos, weaving intricate
melodies and rhythmic ideas that navigate the harmonic
landscape.

### Improvisation and Harmonic Exploration

Improvisation  is  where  jazz  harmony  truly  shines.  The
principles  outlined  above  allow  musicians  to  navigate
complex  chord  progressions,  creating  spontaneous  and
original  musical  ideas.  Improvisers  draw  upon  their
knowledge of scales, modes, and chord tones, using their
understanding of harmony to build exciting and coherent
solos.

The  ability  to  quickly  and  effectively  apply  knowledge  of
chord  substitutions,  altered  dominants,  and  modal
interchange helps improvisers shape their solos. Through
their deep understanding of jazz harmony, they can create
a  compelling  narrative  within  the  framework  of  the
underlying chord structure.
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Conclusion:  The  Enduring  Legacy
of Jazz Harmony
Jazz harmony continues to inspire and challenge musicians
across genres. Its flexibility and expressive potential allow
for endless creativity, contributing to its enduring appeal.
By  understanding  its  foundations,  techniques,  and
applications,  we can gain a deeper appreciation for the
music's intricacies and unlock its creative power. Whether
composing,  arranging,  or  improvising,  a strong grasp of
jazz  harmony  is  key  to  unlocking  the  full  expressive
potential of this dynamic musical style.

FAQ:  Common  Questions  About
Jazz Harmony
Q1: What are the most important scales to learn for
jazz harmony?

A1:  While  countless  scales  and  modes  find  application,
mastering  the  major  scale,  minor  scales  (natural,
harmonic,  melodic),  and  the  blues  scale  forms  a  solid
foundation.  Beyond  these,  understanding  pentatonic
scales, altered scales (e.g., altered dominant scales), and
various  modes  of  the  melodic  minor  are  invaluable  for
navigating jazz harmony's complexities.

Q2:  How  do  I  learn  to  use  chord  substitutions
effectively?
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A2:  Begin by understanding the function of  each chord
within a progression (tonic, subdominant, dominant). Then,
experiment with substituting chords that serve a similar
function.  Listen  extensively  to  jazz  recordings,  paying
attention  to  how master  musicians  utilize  substitutions.
Practice  transcribing  solos  to  identify  their  harmonic
choices.

Q3:  What  resources  are  best  for  learning  jazz
harmony?

A3:  Numerous  excellent  resources  exist,  including
textbooks (e.g., "The Jazz Theory Book" by Mark Levine),
online courses  (e.g.,  those offered by Coursera or  Berklee
Online), and workshops with experienced jazz musicians.
Listening to a wide range of jazz music and transcribing
solos is equally vital.

Q4: How long does it take to master jazz harmony?

A4:  Mastering  jazz  harmony is  a  lifelong pursuit.  While
fundamental concepts can be grasped relatively quickly, a
deep understanding requires years of dedicated study and
practical  application.  Consistent  practice,  listening,  and
analysis are crucial for continual growth.

Q5: Is it necessary to read music to understand jazz
harmony?

A5: While reading music certainly helps,  it's  not strictly
necessary. Many musicians learn jazz harmony through ear



The Jazz Harmony

The Jazz Harmony
7

training,  listening,  and  practical  experience.  However,
being  able  to  read  music  significantly  enhances  the
learning process and allows for access to a wider range of
musical materials.

Q6: Can I  apply jazz harmony to other genres of
music?

A6: Absolutely!  The principles of  jazz harmony, such as
chord  substitutions  and  altered  dominants,  are  highly
transferable  to  other  genres.  Many  contemporary
musicians incorporate jazz  harmonic  elements  into  pop,
rock, and even classical music.

Q7: How does understanding jazz harmony improve
my improvising skills?

A7:  A  deep  understanding  of  jazz  harmony  provides  a
strong  framework  for  improvising.  It  allows  for  more
creative and coherent soloing by enabling the musician to
target  specific  harmonic  targets,  craft  compelling  melodic
lines, and resolve tensions effectively within the context of
the underlying chords.

Q8:  What  are  some  common  mistakes  beginners
make when learning jazz harmony?

A8: Common mistakes include focusing solely on theory
without  enough  practical  application,  neglecting  ear
training,  and  not  listening  extensively  to  jazz  music.
Another  frequent  error  is  trying  to  learn  too  much too



The Jazz Harmony

The Jazz Harmony
8

quickly, hindering deeper understanding and hindering the
ability to truly internalize the concepts.

Decoding the Intricate Tapestry of
Jazz Harmony
Jazz  music  is  renowned  for  its  sophisticated  harmonic
language, a shift from the more conventional harmonies of
classical and popular tunes of its time. Understanding jazz
harmony  unlocks  a  universe  of  expressive  possibilities,
allowing  musicians  to  build  unique  soundscapes  and
inspiring  emotions  in  innovative  ways.  This  article  will
investigate  into  the  key  components  of  jazz  harmony,
illuminating its distinctive features and illustrating its effect
on the evolution of present-day composition.

One  of  the  most  crucial  traits  of  jazz  harmony  is  its
widespread  use  of  extended  chords.  Unlike  traditional
harmony  which  primarily  utilizes  major  and  seventh
chords,  jazz  frequently  employs  eleventh  chords  and
beyond. These extra tones deepen the harmonic texture,
generating  a  significantly  intricate  and  expressive
soundscape.  Consider  the  use of  a  dominant  thirteenth
chord,  which  contains  a  root,  major  third,  perfect  fifth,
major  seventh,  ninth,  eleventh,  and thirteenth.  This  full
chord possesses a wide array of  potential  tensions and
resolutions,  offering  the  improviser  with  a  plenitude  of
harmonic  options.

Another  essential  aspect  is  the  employment  of  altered



The Jazz Harmony

The Jazz Harmony
9

dominants. These chords are altered versions of dominant
seventh chords, containing altered notes such as the raised
fifth,  lowered  fifth,  or  lowered  ninth.  These  alterations
generate  a  substantially  strong  and  powerful  sound,
guiding the ear towards the resolution in a more surprising
way. For instance, an altered dominant seventh chord built
on the fifth degree of  the scale can dramatically  alter  the
mood of a progression, injecting a feeling of anxiety and
release.

Beyond chords, jazz harmony explores various techniques
to expand its harmonic range. One notable technique is the
use of passing chords. These are chords that function as
transitory  parts  between  other,  more  significant  chords.
Passing  chords  can  add  subtle  harmonic  tone  and
sophistication  to  a  progression,  increasing  its  total
influence.

Furthermore,  jazz  harmonization  heavily  relies  on  the
principle of voice leading. This refers to the smooth and
logical movement of individual melodic parts within a chord
progression.  Careful  voice  leading  creates  a  unified  and
agreeable harmonic texture, preventing harsh leaps and
dissonances. Mastering voice leading is crucial for building
effective and aesthetically pleasing jazz harmonies.

Finally, the influence of diverse musical cultures and styles
on  jazz  harmony  cannot  be  underestimated.  From  the
spiritual  tradition to classical  effects,  the fusion of  various
harmonic elements has contributed in the rich and evolving
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language that characterizes jazz harmony today.

In conclusion, jazz harmony is a sophisticated yet fulfilling
subject. By comprehending the key concepts of extended
chords,  altered  dominants,  passing  chords,  and  voice
leading,  musicians  can  access  a  extensive  range  of
harmonic options. The exploration of jazz harmony is not
merely an theoretical endeavor; it is a powerful tool for
creative self-expression and musical growth.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the best way to learn jazz harmony? The
best approach is a combination of academic learning and
hands-on  implementation.  Work  through  harmony
textbooks,  listen  to  recordings  of  jazz  masters,  and
vigorously  implement  improvisation  over  different
harmonic  progressions.

2. Are there any specific resources recommended for
learning jazz harmony?  Many excellent textbooks are
available covering jazz harmony, such as "The Jazz Theory
Book" by Mark Levine. Online resources and audio tutorials
are also readily available.

3. How important is music theory for understanding
jazz  harmony?  A  solid  foundation  in  music  theory  is
essential  for  a  deep  comprehension  of  jazz  harmony.
However, don't be intimidated – start with the basics and
gradually develop your understanding over time.
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4. Can I learn jazz harmony without a teacher? It's
possible to study jazz harmony independently, but a good
teacher can considerably speed up the learning procedure.
A teacher gives tailored guidance and feedback.
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